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What dangerous words!  What incredibly dangerous words are these that make up the biblical text commended to us as the lectionary scripture reading for this morning.  Compliance with these words—obedience to this text—can cause us to make peace with situations that are depersonalizing, debilitating, harmful, and downright immoral; and to justify our inaction in the presence of evil as obedience to the Bible!
Now, to be sure, the foundation of this text is both sound and solid—obedience to God is of primal importance in every person’s life.  The obedience to God that characterized the life of Jesus should be exemplary for all of us.  Jesus obeyed God faithfully even though the consequences of this obedience involved his condemnation despite his innocence and the imposition of capital punishment on him despite his desire to provide abundant life for all people.  Who can argue with an affirmation of the importance of faithful obedience to God?  The foundation of this text in 1 Peter is sound.  Problems arise, though—serious problems arise—in the application of the text—the epistle writer’s elaboration of the meaning of emulating Jesus’ obedience in various life-situations.
“Obey God!” the scripture writer instructs us.  Most of us accept that moral imperative as wise, essential counsel.  But, what does it mean to obey God where we live?  How are we to demonstrate obedience to God in our daily lives?  Here is the rub.  Frankly, the way in which the author of today’s text answers these questions about application seems to contradict the revelation of God’s very nature and will encountered elsewhere in the Holy Scriptures.  
Getting the interpretation of every biblical text right is immensely important.  History documents how getting the interpretation of a text wrong has resulted in horrible, often even immoral, consequences affecting countless institutions and individuals.  So, look carefully at the text for today. 


Does obedience to God require obedience to human authorities—individual authorities and institutions of authority?  “For the Lord’s sake (for God’s sake) accept the authority of every human institution” wrote the author of 1 Peter.  Apparently the answer to my question is a resounding “yes;” obedience to God involves obedience to human authorities.  Great goodness!  Do you see the wide-ranging implications of that conclusion?  Such an interpretation of this text would mean that a Christian should never challenge or seek to change corruption or immorality within the government because government is a human authority deserving only obedience.    Similarly, a slave who is a Christian—dehumanized as a common piece of chattel—should never question his status in life; rather, he should be satisfied with his lot and perform his debilitating chores with a sense of divine duty.  According to this textual admonition, a spouse frequently abused by her husband should be obedient to the institution of marriage, submissive to her husband, and make the best out of a bad situation in order to demonstrate her exemplary morality.
What is going on here?  Does not something about this text seem out of whack to you?  How can the authority of the Holy Word of God be used to support irresponsible passivity in the presence of stark immorality?  How can obedience to the Bible be used to give credibility to the horrible institution of human slavery, to a government’s abuse of its citizenry, and to the degrading depersonalization of a spouse?  How can any revelation of God in a biblical text be so contradictory to the revelation of the nature of God seen throughout the biblical message?
Answering such questions as these, which is crucial to a healthy spirituality, requires looking carefully at how we interpret the Bible.  Here is the critical principle: Every text in the Bible must be interpreted in light of the entire sweep of truth in the Bible.  In other words, each part of the Bible is best understood by paying attention to the whole of the Bible.  And, special attention should always be given to how any biblical text squares with the teachings of Jesus.
Here is a sad irony.  A person can be absolutely faithful to one biblical text and still be totally unfaithful to the basic message of the Bible.  A patient search of the scriptures can bring anyone of us to the discovery of a verse or a sentence or a scene in the Bible that supports our particular personal opinion on almost anything.  But, that does not make our opinion biblical.  The measure of truth in any text is established by the relationship of that text to the rest of the Bible.
Within this nation, proponents of slavery argued vehemently that the Bible supports slavery.  Some such individuals cited today’s text as evidence of that truth.  However, the entire sweep of biblical truth runs contrary to that conclusion.  At the center of the Hebrew Scriptures stands the exodus—God’s deliverance of people from slavery.  Hebrew theology declares that God does not want anyone in bondage.  What is more, in the Christian Scriptures, Jesus described the essence of his messianic ministry as proclaiming “release to the captives.”  Christian theology centers on a ministry of liberation.  So, what are we to conclude?  Turning people into property—making people slaves—violates the dignity and worth of every individual inherent in our creation in the image of God and in our identity as the beloved people of God for whom the beloved son of God would die.
Consider as well another important dimension of this text.  Look at what it says about the role of Christians within a government.  “Accept the authority . . . of the emperor as supreme, or of governors,” the author of 1 Peter instructed us.  “Always?” we must ask, “Must we always accept governmental authority?”  Obedience to this mandate would prohibit civil disobedience in the cause of justice (the kind of civil disobedience practiced by John and Peter as described in the third chapter of Acts).  Literal fidelity to this text would still any initiatives in reform aimed at political corruption and silence all prophetic challenges to leaders who have lost their moral compass.  Why, this biblical text seems to give legitimacy to imperial tyranny and counsel compliance with whatever political leader is in power whether that leader is Herod Antipas, Pilate, Nero, Bill Clinton, Slobodan Milosevic, George W. Bush, Vladimir Putin, Sadaam Hussein, or the Ayatollah Khomeini.
Several years ago, I read through sermons preached from colonial pulpits immediately prior to and during the American Revolution.  Seldom did a minister deliver a sermon based on a text from the Christian Scriptures.  Noticeably absent were sermons on the teachings of Jesus.  Preachers interested in fanning the flames of revolution and bolstering the spirits of revolutionaries turned to ancient Hebrew texts supportive of the concept of Holy War.  In fact, a common homiletical tactic was to identify colonial America as the “new Israel,” a “chosen people,” and a “light on the hill” in order to support the colonies’ righteous rebellion against the pharaoh-like authorities in England.  In reference to the American Revolution, neither the preachers nor the politicians in the colonies wanted any part of a text, such as the one before us today, calling for obedience to the authorities without reference to their benevolence or goodness.
During the build-up to our nation’s military invasion of Iraq, the same kind of intentional selection and isolated interpretation of biblical texts appeared again, but this time in a manner just the opposite of that which fueled the American Revolution.  In one of his Larry King Live installments, Larry hosted a discussion on “Christianity and War.”  Sadly, at least in my opinion, the ministers on the panel never really focused on war from the perspective of the Bible.  Rather than starting with the Bible, each argued from a partisan political point of view.  Those supporting President Bush gave moral credence to the imminent invasion of Iraq. Those who opposed President Bush argued for restraint.  It was a political discussion, not a discussion of biblical truth or moral principles.
Here is what I found most interesting that evening.  One Christian fundamentalist on the panel, who interprets every passage in the Bible literally, said that patriotic and Bible-believing citizens must support the president’s decision to go to war on the basis of the Bible’s command for us to respect and obey civil authorities (precisely the counsel in today’s text).  What was missing here, however, was recognition that by that same principle, every person in Iraq should act to support and defend Sadaam Hussein and every person in any other government should make a decision about support or opposition to this war on the basis of the position taken by the leaders of their respective governments.  After all, the Bible was not addressed singularly to Americans.  
So, are we to leave moral judgments about war and a large repertoire of other issues to the exclusive realm of civil authorities?  What is the source of moral authority?  Can different, even disparate, moral positions on the same issue all be right?
Well, what are we to do with the biblical text before us today?  First, we must see it in the light of the whole sweep of biblical truth, which is what we have been doing.  Second, responsible interpretation of every biblical text also requires consideration of the text from two different perspectives.  One, what is the context in which this passage was written?  And, two, what is the context in which our application of this passage must be made?
The epistle of 1 Peter was written to Christians under siege.  The first readers of this epistle lived under a tyrannical government that was hostile to Christianity and intent on persecuting Christians.  Followers of Jesus were a minority in that society and completely devoid of political power.  Their lot was not going to change—at least not immediately.  So, the author of 1 Peter pointed his readers to the unwavering faithfulness of Jesus in a difficult situation—a faithfulness even to death—as a source of encouragement for them to remain faithful in their obedience to God even as they endured the most difficult hardships imaginable.  In a situation that could not be changed, powerless Christians were encouraged to bear their sufferings boldly and peacefully—just as Jesus bore his sufferings.
Few, if any, of us can identify with that situation.  That is not where we live.  Contemporary Christians have tremendous amounts of power in this society.  The great threats to Christian faithfulness among us come not from imminent persecution but from comfort and popularity.  Besides, as we read the early biblical writer’s words about the government, we realize that, in our situation, we are the government. We live in a democracy. Through representatives whom we can sustain or remove from office, we make laws and set policies.  To criticize the government is to criticize ourselves; we get the government we demand.
In our situation, the application of this text in 1 Peter has a dramatically different ring to it than the application appropriate for those Christians enduring persecution.  We dare not make peace with evil institutions and immoral situations when we have the power to change them!  To us is given an opportunity and the responsibility of fashioning a government that organizes society around a rule of law, provides for the public welfare, and responds compassionately to the poorest and weakest among us.
How tragic it is when the texts of the Bible are employed to provide support for institutions and actions that exist in direct contradiction, if not opposition, to the revealed truths and values in the Bible.  How dare people, using the rhetoric of religion, change the path to reconciliation and healing into an instrument for control, enslavement, abuse, and violence!  As followers of Jesus, we have no right to   search the Bible for individual texts that lend credibility to our personal partisanship, prejudices, and opinions.  Conversely, we have a moral and spiritual responsibility to allow the Bible to search us and to instruct us in the truths and values at the heart of Christianity. The difference between those two approaches to the Bible is the difference between abuse and healing in the name of faith.
This past week, I had an opportunity to spend time interacting with the current president and the last two presidents of Union Theological Seminary in New York City.  Inevitably conversations turned to the religious giants that have taught on the faculty in that respected institution—seminal scholars and influential, international thought-leaders such as Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich.  With my mind on the text for today’s sermon and the importance of a responsible interpretation of it and paying attention to the immediate conversation with these friends, I found myself thinking about the wisdom of the great prayer penned by Reinhold Niebuhr, a prayer that has become so important in AA and in other self-help groups.  I suddenly realized that every one of us would do well to pray this prayer every time we study a biblical text.  The substance of this prayer reflects the spirit with which we should approach texts like the one we have examined today.  Indeed, within this prayer is a request for the kind of discernment needed to interpret every passage from the Bible informed by the context in which it was written and the context in which we are to practice obedience to it.
You have heard the text for today.  Now, here is the prayer:
God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; 
courage to change the things I can;
and wisdom to know the difference.
 
Living one day at a time; 
Enjoying one moment at a time; 
Accepting hardships as the pathway to peace;
Taking, as He did, this sinful world as it is, 
Not as I would have it; 
Trusting that He will make all things right
if I surrender to His Will; 
That I may be reasonably happy in this life, 






O God, sometimes it seems that the farther we get away from Easter Sunday, the less we remember to practice resurrection, the more faint is our recall of the power entrusted to us by the risen one, and the more inept we are in allowing the light of promise to shine into the dark places of our lives and through our lives into the dark places in the world.  Thus, we try to deal with despair without a firm grip on hope or hope’s firm grip on us, to encounter brokenness apart from the reconciling power of forgiveness, and to bring help to our world without the resources of grace and faith.  Increase our sensitivity, O God, and enliven our memories that we may never again have to face any situation devoid of the courage born of comfort and the power resident in the practice of resurrection.  Amen.
 
 


